THE   TIMEti   HIMTORI'   OF   THE
A   FRENCH   HEAVY   GUN   IN   POSITION.
the cavalry, had their turn in manning the defences. The duty was far too dangerous, too exhausting and nerve racking, for the constant maintenance in them of the same men, and they had, therefore, to be very often changed. The frequency of relief varied with the reserve forces available. In the earlier days long and irregular turns were common, but later some such arrangement as forty-eight or ninety-six houiw in the fire trenches, followed by forty-eight or ninety-six hours in the support or reserve trenches, and after a week or two of this alternation a spell of rest in billets, became the rule. Another arrangement was three days in the fire trenches followed by six out. Half of these were passed in support, the other furnished a complete rest. It was then possible to wash off the horrible dirt. In various places abandoned manufactories, ^breweries, etc., tubs or even vats were made use of for the purpose. AJS the men emerged from their ablutions they were furnished with a complete change of clothes, so that they could be comfortable till they once more returned to the filth of the trenches.
Reading the experiences of the men in them, one is as much struck by the horrible discomfort of the life they led as by its danger. It is, indeed, a record of appalling disagreeables ; want of sleep, perpetual cold, filth and wet are the outstanding features of all accounts of trench life. The frequent night attacks and
the necessity for vigilance throughout the dark hours kopt the men constantly on the alert, and one wonders, indeed, how they could have withstood the strain and retained their health as most of them did. A Territorial private wrote home an account of hiw first, experience of trench life, and mentioned incidentally that he had had four bourn' sleep in roughly ninety-nix bourn, yet he spoke of himself as "quite fit." He, perhapw unintentionally, exaggerated his case, aw the rule* was even at night for half the oilieors and men to be on guard at a-time, while the other half rested, and by day only sentries here and there along the line were on duty, and the remainder could sleep as much an they cho.se, or as the activities of the enemy would permit. An hour before daylight all stood to their anus. Night alarms and attacks and day-light bombardment were, however, so frequent that rest was perpetually broken, and the inon had to look for proper repose to the time when they were withdrawn from the front line. Often when the soldiers had settled down for the night they would be called to arms by an outburst of fire from the enemy; or the Germans would send up star-shells. These when they burst threw a bright light on our position, which often presaged an attack.
What the men felt most \vaw tJie cold and wet during the greater part of the xvinter. The weather might rot always be severe, but